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Performative Participation in Online community:  
Revitalising Homemade Fermentation Practices in Hong Kong 
Poon Hoi-yu, Polly 
 
Introduction 
Raymond Williams proposed culture as “ordinary”, beyond survival; food is one of 
the elements that forms the backbone of our everyday culture. Fermented foods play a 
very important role in local cuisines. In some places, they contribute up to 40 percent 
of their daily diets1. Both products and techniques of fermentation are culture-specific, 
such as Korean Kimchi, German Sauerkraut, 
Japanese Natto and Chinese Furu (腐乳). In Hong Kong, fermented foods also 
permeate in our everyday diet, yet we seldom aware of the food processing nature. 
For instance, soy sauce, wine, vinegar, shrimp paste, fermented black beans and 
vegetables pickles, are all considered as local fermented foods. Fermentation 
techniques evolved by local communities over thousand years have become obscure 
and are in danger of being lost. Nowadays, fermentation has mostly disappeared from 
our households and communities.  
 
Increasing health-consciousness has reignited people's interest in home-based 
production of fermented foods as they have been marketing as health and therapeutic 
foods in recent years. Some individuals in Hong Kong self-initiate and create 
communities at Facebook, the biggest social media platform, to discuss and share 
information on fermented foods online. Posting food-making tips, step-by-step food 
experimentation processes with photos that are taken in their private kitchen leads to 
more engaging discussions. These motivate and attract more people to practise DIY 
fermentation at household level. Social networking site offers a new form of 
sociability to connect people who are located at different physical spaces to form a 
virtual and public community. It revives fermentation online and also opens up a 
capacity to turn online participation and collaboration into offline actions. 
                                                         
1 Data collected from a website developed by United Nations University. For details, please visit: 
htp://ourworld.unu.edu/en/benefts-of-traditional-fermented-foods 
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This paper is to examine how communication technologies support the revival of 
fermentation community at Facebook, and mobilise actual fermentation practices in 
the physical world.  Besides, to borrow Silverstone’s concept of performance as a 
dimension of study in mediated experience, it is also to unfold the reflective and 
transformational value on the fermentation experience.   
 
Background 
Fermentation practices fading into obscurity  
Most food and beverage fermentation processes are home-basis and culturally unique 
practices which individuals and communities have been performing for a long time. 
However, it has been largely relegated to factory production nowadays. In the 80s, the 
practice of home-making fermented foods was popular in Hong Kong. Selling 
home-made pickled papaya stored in huge glass bottles could be found in many local 
snack stalls (士多) in Hong Kong. Nowadays, fermentation has mostly disappeared 
from our households and communities. Through observation of the food's natural 
fermentation phenomena and manipulation of production conditions with trial and 
error, fermentation techniques evolved by local communities over thousand years 
have become obscure and are in danger of being lost. 
 
Health and therapeutic discourses on Fermented foods 
Increasing health-consciousness have reignited people's interest in home-based 
production of fermented foods as they have been marketing as health and therapeutic 
foods in recent years. . Other than preservation and enriching flavours, fermentation is 
also able to enhance nutrients in food such as enzymes, vitamins, amino acids, 
vitamins and probiotics, which are essential to human health. Consuming different 
fermented foods are claimed to have different benefits, which includes improving 
digestive health, lowering high blood pressure and cholesterol etc2.  
 
Communication Technologies Forms Online Community without Propinquity 
                                                        
2 Sandor Ellix Katz (2012), The Art of Fermentation: An In-Depth Exploration of Essential Concepts and 
Processes from around the World, Chelsea Green Publishing 
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As technology continues to enable new avenues for communication, collaboration, 
and circulation of ideas, it has also given rise to new opportunities for consumers to 
create their own content. With the increasing affordability and improving usability of 
hardwares in the past decade, technologies significantly enhanced people’s 
capabilities in communication.  In the past, the creation of movies required 
equipment for about ten thousands of dollars, nowadays, people can create their own 
movie content by simply using their smartphone, which costs as cheap as two 
thousand dollars, to shoot and edit a movie by pressing a few buttons without 
knowing the traditional film making processes. Besides, for contents sharing, no 
complicated computer programming knowledge required, people can upload, share 
and comment video, photos or music online easier riding on web 2.0 technologies 
such as Facebook, blog, twitter etc. Hong Kong is one of the cities in the world with 
the highest mobile penetration.  Majority of people in Hong Kong equipped with a 
smartphone with photo and video shooting features and the capability to get online 
though the ubiquitous mobile network.  They are able to get connected to Facebook 
anytime they want to update their status, share, comment and participate at Facebook 
platform. 
 
Method 
Two qualitative methods, which are semi-structured interviews; and qualitative 
content analysis of selected Facebook’s pages, will be employed in this study. 
 
Qualitative Content Analysis 
All the content in a Facebook group “Kefir＋手工食物工作坊” will be the key text 
for this qualitative content analysis. Contents, including texts, photos, videos, 
comments will be examined. This group was selected as it has the highest number of 
members among the six groups founded at Facebook related fermentation.  Besides, 
as this group is an “open group” at Facebook which support high level of freedom in 
joining, content visibility and friends’ invitation. This group welcomes anyone to join, 
no authorization required. Content posted on the open group is visible to anyone who 
views the group, member or not. 
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Kefir is a lacto-fermented beverage made with water kefir grains and sugar water. It is 
a probiotics which is claimed to be able to improve digestion, prevent allergies and 
boost our immune system. The Facebook community is initially started to promote 
Kefir fermentation, and subsequently extended to other fermentation practices.  Kefir 
is one of the popular fermented foods among the community. 
 
Semi-structured interviews 
Other than qualitative content analysis of the facebook page, interviews with members 
of the group will also be used in this study. The interview will focus on how they 
engaged, interact or participate in the interest group.  Questions like how they first 
encountered the group, and what motivate them to involve, and what level of 
engagement.  Besides, it is also aims to find out if online engagement or 
participation with the group actually leads them to the first DIY fermentation 
practices.  Describe the experience of the first experiments, and did they share the 
experience with their friends’ offline. 
 
Result 
Revival of fermentation community online 
Facebook, together with smartphone technology and mobile connectivity, form the 
extensions of our body (McLuhan, 1964),3 which enhances our capabilities in both 
content creation and participation.  Just like prostheses as suggested by McLuhan, 
the technologies increase our power and reach in communication, expression, 
regardless of time and space.  Community is possible without propinquity. Anderson 
has mentioned the concept of Imagined community (1991), which is referring to a 
community developed based on symbolic values instead of geographical location.  
This session is to examine how technologies empower individual’s communication 
capabilities and support participation and collaboration online.  This is essential to 
                                                        
3 MCLUHAN, Marshall. Understanding Media. 1964. Dres den, 1994. 
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the revitalisation of fermentation communities and our ancient knowledge at the 
virtual space.  
 
• Facilitate content creation and participation  
 
Enable User Generated Contents  
Facebook open group encourage users’ active participation in content creation.  
Facebook group “Kefir＋手工食物工作坊” is an open group encouraging 
participation with high degree of visibility. Members in the community take an 
active part in shaping the flow of information in the Facebook group.  Most of 
the contents are created and contributed by members instead of group initiator or 
administrative people.  We have monitored the group activities for consecutive 5 
days4. There were over 50 new messages posted in the observed period, which 
was contributed by more than 20 different members. The group is not dormant by 
a few people in content control and creation. Instead, it welcomes audience to take 
an active part to contribute and shape the flow of information in the community. 
The contents include not only traditional fermentation recipes, but also creative 
dishes ideas, personal tips in fermentation, health and therapeutic value of 
fermented foods etc. (appendix A).  Recipes shared cover both traditional local 
fermented products like pickled vegetables (e.g. 雪菜 ), and other popular 
fermentation recipes from different countries such as milk kefir, kombucha, Miso, 
Kimchi, fermented garlic.   
 
Extend our communication capabilities 
Other than enabling content creation by users, technologies also extend our 
communication capabilities. A multi-functional smartphone, empowered by the 
magic wand, is able to enrich user-generated contents with creative and fun 
elements. Contents with picture or drawings can now be prepared by pressing a 
few buttons on a smartphone with mobile connectivity.   To further enrich our 
expression, photos can be edited, with a few clicks, by applying photo effects or 
adding cartoon, sketch, painting etc. through a mobile application.  The                                                         
4 study from 15 to 20 December 2013 
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Facebook group we studied is fun and creative, just like an interactive cookbook 
that is dynamic, visually engaging and continuous updating.  Most of the 
contents contributed by members are enriched with photos, or even with added 
effects, drawings or cartoons etc.  This creates a more enchanting experience to 
the audiences.  Some of the members who have created contents in the 
community described the process of posting as “playfulness and fun”.  They 
played with the medium: exploring photo-shooting angles, lighting, editing 
options, style of writing etc.    
 
Facilitate instant sharing and participation  
Sharing is a key ingredient in online participation.  Members actively create new 
contents, as described above; can be seen as explicit sharing. While, implicit 
sharing is subtler, riding on the user interface such as “like” or “share” button at 
Facebook. Interface design facilitates followers implicit sharing and participation. 
Most of the respondents in the interview agreed that “Like” and “Share” button on 
Facebook interface has made their participation a lot easier and increased the 
number of sharing in the community.   
 
 
• Facilitate Community Collaboration 
 
Member’s active participation facilitates community collaboration.  Wikipedia is 
one of the examples of community collaboration that allows users to write, edit, 
and use content.  Bruns (Bruns, 20085) has suggested an idea of “Produsage”6 
which is referring to community collaboration that participants can access in order 
to share contents, contributions and tasks throughout the networked community 
                                                        
5 BRUNS, Axel. Blogs, Wikipedia, Second Life, and beyond: From production to produsage. Peter Lang, 
2008. 
6 BRUNS, Axel. Blogs, Wikipedia, Second Life, and beyond: From production to produsage. Peter Lang, 
2008. 
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(Bruns, 20087).   Such community collaboration can also be observed in the 
Facebook community “Kefir＋手工食物工作坊”.   
 
Collaborative problem Solving 
Other than contributing contents in the community, members also actively take up 
roles and tasks to support community collaboration.   One of the key areas in 
collaboration is in problem solving.  It is not uncommon to observe members 
posting questions in the platform.  A member named Algo in her first DIY 
fermentation was not sure if the water ratio is adequate (appendix B).  She took a 
photo of her fermentation jar with all ingredients inside and uploaded to the 
platform to seek for advice. Members of the community responded quickly and 
collaboratively.  The first reply message was just within 15 minutes after the 
question posted and there were altogether 7 replies within an hour. Members are 
willing to take up the roles for teaching and learning in a collaborative way.  
Besides, the platform also supports initiator to follow up questions in the same 
post, which make the learning experience even more interactive and dynamic.  
The member was able to solve the problem just within a few hours after posting 
the message.  
 
Collaborative Diagnosis 
Other than collaborative problem solving, members in the community also take up 
roles in collaborative diagnosis. A member named Ginny created a post describing 
his first experience of drinking kefir, and checking with the community members 
on the therapeutic value and healing experience of drinking kefir (Appendix C).  
Also, a number of replies were posted within a few hours after question uploaded.  
Members in the community played a role as a therapist, sharing their personal 
experience in drinking kefir, and also asked follow up questions to help diagnosis.   
 
Collaboration across physical and virtual spaces 
                                                        
7 BRUNS, Axel. Blogs, Wikipedia, Second Life, and beyond: From production to produsage. Peter Lang, 
2008. 
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Community Collaboration is not only limits in the virtual public space and real 
kitchens. It is actually ubiquitous.  Communication technologies enable us to 
interact with the virtual community at anywhere anytime. Some members 
extended the collaboration further, outside their private home. They uploaded 
photos or information wherever and whenever they encountered which they think 
is helpful to fermentation practices (Appendix D). Sparkling water is one of the 
key ingredients for kefir fermentation. A member in the facebook community, as a 
price watcher, uploaded a photo taken at a chain grocery store showing a 
particular brand of sparkling water being on sale. Collaboration, other than 
problem solving and therapeutic diagnosis, it also extends to ingredients sourcing. 
Communication technologies enables us travel seamlessly, back and forth, 
between the physical world and virtual community, back and forth, using a human 
interaction interface such as a Facebook Mobile Apps. It actually blurs the 
mediated and reality experience.  
 
Facebook has been revitalising an obscuring community.  Fermentation communities 
reform at Facebook, as an imagined community based on symbolic values rather than 
a geographical location.  Community is possible without propinquity. Facebook, 
together with smartphone technology and mobile connectivity, form the extensions of 
our body (McLuhan, 19648), which enhances our capabilities in both content creation 
and participation.  Just like prostheses as suggested by Marshall, the technologies 
increase our power and reach in communication, expression, regardless of time and 
space. Technologies also support participation and community collaboration in 
learning, diagnosis online in the Facebook page studied.  As Bruns suggested, 
community collaboration has eliminated top-down control of media content from the 
traditional authorities. This promotes high level of freedom in participation and user 
takes an active role in framing the community platform.  This is essential to the 
revitalisation of fermentation communities and our ancient knowledge.  
 
Revitalize Homemade Fermentation Practices in Hong Kong                                                         
8 MCLUHAN, Marshall. Understanding Media. 1964. Dres den, 1994. 
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Fermentation knowledge and discussion revitalize at the Facebook community. 
Online participation and collaboration actually mobilize towards offline fermentation 
practices, which is referring to the making and sharing of homemade fermented foods 
at household.   
• Starter Grains Sharing 
Starter grain sharing is common in the Facebook community, especially kefir or 
kombucha grains. As shown in the post (Appendix E), a member uploaded a photo 
of kombucha grains that she is going to share.  She used the platform to organize 
requests and pick up arrangements.  Her posts have attracted more than 15 
replies in a very short period of time. The Facebook community, is not only for 
online collaboration, but also for identifies, arrange and facilitate offline 
interactions. Sheila, one of the respondents in the interview, was referred by her 
colleague to join the Facebook community.  She did not have any experience in 
fermentation before she joined the group which arouses her interest in culturing 
kefir drinks by herself.  To start culturing, she posted a message in the 
community to ask if anyone in the community can share her some kefir starter 
grains. 
“I was attracted by the contents in the platform.  Fermentation looks fun and 
playful and it is also beneficial to our health. I posted a message online and 
received several replies offering starter grains for free within the same day.  
I received the grains from a girl who is living close to my working location.  I 
met her at a MTR station to pick up the grains.  Since then, I updated her a 
few times on my fermentation progress in the Facebook community. ”  
 
• Fermented Drinks Sharing 
Other than starter grains, members in the Facebook community also generously 
share their homemade fermented foods to the community. Grace is a housewife 
who has joined the Facebook community for more than a year.  She enjoys 
testing new fermentation recipes, sharing her homemade fermented drinks and 
meeting people with similar interests. She believes Facebook is a good platform 
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for gathering people with similar interests, exchanging ideas, sharing stuff and 
meeting friends.  She uses the online platform to organise requests and pickup 
arrangements.   
“I enjoy sharing my fermentation experience and fermented drinks with 
others.  The Facebook group is actually a good channel for me to interact 
with people with similar interest.  I have shared a kefir drink with a mum 
with two kids who is living close to me.  After the trial, she was attracted 
by this mildly sweet bubbly soda drinks and decided to start her own 
fermentation as well.  Since then, we kept contact with each other, online 
at Facebook, or offline sometimes.” 
 
• Initiation of DIY fermentation  
 
Online participation and collaboration in the Facebook community provides 
extensive information, knowledge and sharing around fermentation.  Besides, it 
also serves as a platform to facilitate offline actions and interactions such as starter 
grains and fermented drinks sharing.  The act of sharing, as described above, 
probably leads to an initiation of making your own fermented foods or drinks.  
Majority of the respondents in the interview claimed that they are attracted to start 
their first kefir fermentation after joining the Facebook community.  Some of 
them get their starter grains from their friends, but most of them get it from the 
online community.   
 
“I gained all my fermentation knowledge from the Facebook community.  I 
learnt of Kefir from this Facebook group, got the starter grains from a 
member in the group, and posted questions on the group throughout the 
process of my first fermentation.  Members in the group are resourceful and 
generous to help.  My interest of making my own fermented food is cultivated 
by this Facebook community.” 
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Facebook participation and collaboration has mobilized into real fermentation 
practices, which is referring to both sharing and making of fermented foods. Online 
community is regardless of geographical location, but offline sharing is bound around 
our physical proximity.  People chose to share or pick up starter grains or fermented 
products around their work or living areas. In this sense, online communities 
revitalize and reform physical communities around fermentation. Offline actions, in 
return, also create materials or momentum for more participation or collaboration, in 
the Facebook platform or our personal circles such as family, friends and colleagues. 
Meanings are produced and reproduced, circulating from one text to another, from 
one media to another.  
 
Fermentation practices as a reflexive act  
Silverstone draws a relationship between everyday interactions and performance by 
referencing Goffman’s work: The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Goffman, 
19599). In this sense, actions of everyday life can be seen as performance. To extend 
his concept further from physical to virtual community, any participation or action, in 
reality or online, explicit or implicit, can also be seen as a performative act. 
Performance is one of the important dimensions Silverstone raised in understanding 
media and mediated experience in our daily life (Silverstone, 199910).  This section 
will focus on discussing how experience is framed through performative acts and how 
meaning is produced and consumed through experiences. 
 
• Performance with different claims and connections 
The Facebook community is a public platform, which is dependent on individual’s 
participation.  Otherwise, it is meaningless. The concept of produser blurs the 
boundary of content user and producer.  While, audience’s participation also 
blurs the boundary of performer and audience.  Individuals gather together based 
on shared interests, goals or meanings. However, their participations are actually 
due to different identifications and connections.                                                         
9 GOFFMAN, Erving. The presentation of self in everyday life. 1959. Garden City, NY, 2002. 
10 Silverstone, R. (1999), Why study the media?, Sage 
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In the interview, respondents were asked to describe their identification and 
connection to the Facebook community.  The individual’s action is out of 
different meanings and connections. It is crucial to recognize the particularities 
instead of the generalities of the participants in the study of community 
participation. A mother with two kids claims for food safety, a health-conscious 
office lady claims for therapy, a housewife for food novelty and authenticity; and 
a cultural researcher claims for food sovereignty. The performative participation 
blurs the private and public. Members occupied the public space, claimed 
ownership of it filling with private connections and meanings.  
 
• Performance for internal development   
Performative acts on fermentation, online or offline is not only for building 
identities to the external world, but also for internal personal development. 
Silverstone suggests a concept of performance as “doing” by referencing Butler’s 
idea of “Doing gender” (1990) 11. Performance can be seen as an ongoing, 
developmental and reflexive process through revealing oneself to oneself to build 
internal cores and substance. People performed to learn, appropriate and manage 
fermentation skills, knowledge, food and health attitudes and ideology.  The 
process is continuous and ever-changing.  Vanessa describes her experience in 
participating fermentation practices as transformational. The reason of her 
participation in fermentation is transforming.  
 
“I am interested in trying new and unfamiliar things.  I started my first 
home-made fermentation purely out of curiosity and novelty.  I joined the 
Facebook community and started to learn more about the benefits of 
homemade fermented foods, and also the problems of industrial food products. 
Since then, I realized the importance of making our own food which gives us 
more control on the thing we eat.” 
 
                                                        
11 Silverstone, R. (1999), Why study the media?, Sage 
13  
Performative acts in fermentation reveal and reclaim the forgotten practices, concepts 
and cultures. It revives fermentation communities and practices, and also 
re-introduces a traditional way of food engagement rather than being a consumer 
relying on industrial food products, being actively involved in food production and 
distribution process.  Such food engagement signifies reclaiming our food and power, 
decreasing our reliance on the global food industry but back to local community.  
 
Conclusion 
Fermentation developed and evolved around local communities at different 
geographical locations over thousand years.  However, it has mostly disappeared 
from our households and communities since the development of food industry and 
food microbiology in Hong Kong. The group “Kefir＋手工食物工作坊” have 
reformed the fermentation community online.  The study above showed community 
is possible without propinquity. Facebook, together with smartphone technology and 
mobile connectivity, form the extensions of our body (McLuhan, 196412), which 
enhances our capabilities in both content creation and participation.  Just like 
prostheses as suggested by Marshall, the technologies increase our power and reach in 
communication, expression, regardless of time and space. The Facebook group 
supports community collaboration where members actively involved in content 
creation, collaborative problem solving as well.  As Bruns13 suggested, community 
collaboration has eliminated top-down control of media content from the traditional 
authorities. This promotes high level of freedom in participation and user takes an 
active role in framing the community platform.  The revival of fermentation 
community at Facebook has mobilized into actual fermentation practices such as 
sharing of starter grains, fermented foods and initiation of DIY fermentation practices 
as observed in the Facebook group. Community collaboration facilitates offline 
interactions. In this sense, online communities revitalize and reform physical 
communities around fermentation. Offline actions, in return, also create materials or 
                                                        
12 MCLUHAN, Marshall. Understanding Media. 1964. Dres den, 1994. 
13 BRUNS, Axel. Blogs, Wikipedia, Second Life, and beyond: From production to produsage. Peter Lang, 
2008. 
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momentum for further participation or collaboration, in the Facebook platform or in 
the personal circles such as family, friends and colleagues.  
 
Any form of participation in fermentation online or offline can be seen as 
Performance. Although people gathered around based on a similar interest, 
individuals’ performative acts are out of various claims and connections. A mother 
with two kids claims for food safety, a health-conscious office lady claims for therapy, 
a housewife for food novelty and authenticity; and a cultural researcher claims for 
food sovereignty. The performative participation blurs the private and public. 
Members occupied the public space, claimed ownership of it filling with private 
connections and meanings. However, performative acts are not only for claiming 
identities to the external world, but also for internal personal development. Through 
continuous revealing oneself to oneself, the process is transformational. Performative 
acts revitalize fermentation practices and re-introduce a traditional way of food 
engagement rather than being a consumer relying on industrial food products. Being 
actively involved in food production and distribution process, such food engagement 
signifies reclaiming our food and power, decreasing our reliance on the global food 
industry but back to local community.  
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Appendix A – Diversity of contents around Fermentation 
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Appendix B -  Collaborative problem Solving 
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Appendix C - Collaborative Diagnosis 
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Appendix D - Collaboration across physical and virtual spaces 
 
 
Appendix E - Kombucha Grains Sharing 
 
 
